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Abstract 
The management of difficult employees poses a challenge to today's 
organizations. A phenomenon which is rarely touched upon is that of the difficult 
employee in a subordinate position who directs his or her workplace incivility towards 
the manager (in this paper referred to as the " Bottom Up Employee"). Eight managers 
were interviewed to gather and present qualitative data on the perceptions by 
managers of a difficult employee within the workplace, the direct psychological impacts 
on coworkers and managers and the indirect psychological impacts on innocent 
bystanders caused by the constant contact or indirect relationship with the Bottom Up 
Employee, respectively, and the best practices to employ within an organization to 
handle the Bottom Up Employee. 
The results of the interviews confirmed the existence of the Bottom Up 
Employee and the devastating impacts he or she can have on the manager. The 
consensus from those managers who dealt firsthand with the Bottom Up Employee was 
to dismiss rather than to retain the Bottom Up Employee. 
Keywords: Workplace Incivility, Difficult Employee, Bottom Up Employee, Psychological 
Impacts, Manager, Target. 
iv 
1. Introduction 
Today's human resources literature is increasing its focus and interest on examining 
negative behaviour within the workplace, more specifically the maltreatment of 
employees by upper management- top down bullying. Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M . 
Andersson and Christine L. Porath state, " Incivility t ends to flow downward: authority 
facilitates committing such [uncivil] behaviours when powerful instigators draw upon 
resources to control or intimidate their targets." 1 Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik suggested 
"employee emotional abuse is repetitive, targeted and destructive communication by 
more powerful members towards less powerful members in the workplace." 2 A 
common oversight is to assume authority and power are synonymous with management 
positions. A phenomenon which is frequently overlooked is that of bottom-up bullying 
where a subordinate employee projects negative behaviour or is uncivil towards his or 
her supervisor or manager. Sarah Branch refers to this occurrence as "upwards bullying" 
and reports that although there is a general agreement that upwards bullying does exist, 
cases are rarely reported in literature and, if alluded to, are presented as single cases or 
anecdotally.3 In fact, 58 publications were identified as touching upon but not delving 
into the subject of upwards bullying.4 
1 Christine M . Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000) :135. 
2 Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik, "Cycle of Employee Emotional Abuse Generation and Regeneration of 
Workplace Mistreatment," Management Communication Quarterly 16, no. 4 (May 2003):472. 
3 Sara Branch, Sheryl Ramsay and Michelle Barker, " Managers in the firing line: Contributing factors to 
workplace bullying by staff- an interview study," Journal of Management and Organization 13, no. 3 
(September 2007) :1. 
4 Brad Estes and Jia Wang, " Integrative Literature Review: Workplace Incivility: Impacts on Individual and 
Organizational Performance," Human Resource Development Review 7, no. 2 (June 2008) :220. 
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The result of these behaviours driven from the bottom up can be undetected by 
an organization . While recent years have seen increasing research on the subtle, 
nonphysical manifestations of interpersonal mistreatment in the workplace, the 
awareness of the effects of a difficult employee on the workplace by upper 
management cont inues to be largely misunderstood.5 These behaviours can result in 
high costs which can be measured against the bottom line.6 More specifically, negativity 
affects an organization through the loss of productivity and may result in higher 
turnover. 
These effects are not limited to coworkers of the difficult employee but can also 
materialize for the manager who is directly responsible for the difficult employee. This is 
especially true when the manager is the target of the negative behaviour and is ill 
equipped to deal with it.7 
The cost to resolve the problem is high . An organization is faced with two 
decisions: one, to retain and counsel the difficult employee who initiated the negativity 
towards the manager; or, two, to dismiss the difficult employee. 
Through retention, upper management may display a tolerance for the difficult 
employee's negative behaviour. Management, unbeknownst to them, may even 
instigate the uncivil behaviour by encouraging or tolerating it through the act of 
5 Lilian Cortina, " Unseen injustice: Incivility as modern discrimination in organizations," Academy of 
Management Review 33, no. 1 (2009) :55 . 
6 Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000):123 . 
7 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remed ies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice" ? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :8. 
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retention.8 Coworkers and managers may leave the company as a result of the negative 
behaviours exhibited by the difficult employee and their harmful effects. Or worse, 
coworkers interpret ing that the negative behaviour is acceptable to upper management 
or encouraged (as suggested above) may imitate the behaviour. 
Through dismissal, the company risks time and money losses while searching for 
a replacement for the difficult employee. This is a serious problem as North American 
organizations are facing an impending labour and skills shortage. According to Joan 
Burke, Minister of Education for Newfoundland : 
" Employers from across many industries, including those in traditional 
resource based industries, are facing .. . increasing demands for skilled 
workers to keep pace with new technologies and to remain competitive . 
Yet they are having difficulty finding and keeping skilled workers they 
need. This is an issue many other jurisdictions are facing, both nationally 
and globally." 9 
For organizations operating within small cities, the costs of replacing an employee, 
difficult or not, are daunting. In Alberta, many organizations facing an acute labour and 
skills shortage hire middlemen to obtain labour from abroad .10 
Managers and upper management are caught in a quandary: retain the difficult 
employee and face the costs of lost productivity amongst co-workers and managers or 
8 Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000) :67. 
9 Government of Newfoundland and Labrador - Canada, "Government partners with industry to address 
demand for skilled labour," news release, March 23, 2006. 
1° Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, "Alberta 's Disposable Workers: Jobs for Sale, " cbcnews.ca, 
February 23, 2007, http ://www.cbc.ca/edmonton/features/disposableworkers/faq .html, (accessed April 
3, 2009) . 
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dismiss the difficult employee and face the costs of lost productivity through the 
absence of the difficult employee's skills while incurring costs of searching for a 
replacement. Is the difficult employee by default becoming irreplaceable? 
The long running television program M*A *S*H illustrates this dilemma. Captain 
Benjamin Franklin "Hawkeye" Pierce, the lead character in the show played by Alan 
Aida, was an excellent surgeon during the Korean War based at the 4077 M*A*S*H 
(mobile army surgical headquarters) unit (the "4077"). Throughout the show Hawkeye is 
portrayed as a witty and softhearted doctor with a rebellious nature. This rebellion is 
especially amplified whenever Hawkeye is in contact with his superior Major Frank 
Burns, another general surgeon. In the episode "Henry, Please Come Home," Frank is 
made commander in chief of the 4077. Chaos ensues as Hawkeye refuses to 
acknowledge Frank's authority and the personnel, taking their cue from Hawkeye's 
revolt, disobey and play pranks on Frank. In a final effort to regain control of his unit 
Frank threatens to get the military police and lock Hawkeye and his friends Trapper and 
Spearchucker, three of the four surgeons based at the 4077, in the stockade. In 
response to Frank's threat, Hawkeye retorts, "Oh, fine . And after we're gone you can 
roller skate from table to table and do all the surgery by yourself."11 
Hawkeye is the difficult employee and Frank is the manager. Due to the shortage 
of available doctors and nurses during the Korean War, Frank was forced to retain 
Hawkeye. As a result, Frank suffered from the psychological costs of insecurity and 
spent his time trying to discredit Hawkeye to sway public opinion in his favour instead of 
11 "Henry, please come home," M*A *S*H, DVD, Produced by Gene Reynolds (November 19, 1972. Beverly 
Hills, CA: Twentieth Century Fox, 2001). 
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tending to his primary responsibility of managing the 4077 (during this particular 
episode}. 
Organizations design policies to discipline employees who break the rules. If an 
employee is late, steals from the organization or discloses proprietary knowledge, the 
organization can design specific disciplinary proceedings to manage the situation . 
Writing a policy to cover negative behaviour is very difficult. Without benchmarks to 
denote when a difficult employee's negative behaviour has crossed the line, the 
manager is forced to endure the negative behaviour and its effects on the organization 
until the difficult employee makes the wrong move by disobeying company policy 
directly. 
The primary objectives of my research are threefold. 
1. Compare managers' understanding of a difficult employee to the views found 
in literature. 
2. Determine the psychological impacts and financial costs associated with the 
retention and dismissal of the difficult employee, respectively. 
3. Recommend to management best practices when handling a difficult 
employee. 
My research and analysis consist of interviews conducted with managers (the 
"Participants"} who manage or who have managed small businesses (fewer than 100 
employees} and medium sized businesses (100 to 500 employees) and experienced 
bottom up bullying from a difficult employee firsthand. Utilizing the literature and 
5 
scholarly journals which discuss negative behaviours in the workplace, I will conduct a 
qualitative analysis of the experiences shared by the Participants. 
2. Theory 
2.1 Who is a difficult employee? 
The impacts of negative behaviours merit serious attention . Pearson et. al. 
highlights five examples of negative behaviour or incivility: {a) receiving a nasty or 
demeaning note; {b) being treated like a child; {c) being berated for action in which one 
played no part; {d) being excluded from a meeting; and, {e) having one's credibility 
undermined in front of others. 12 Lynne Andersson and Christine Pearson in their work, 
"Tit for Tat? The Spiraling Effect of Incivility in the Workplace," were the first to 
recognize negative behaviours as workplace incivility. Workplace incivility is "a low 
intensity deviant behaviour with ambiguous intent to harm the target, in violation of 
workplace norms for mutual respect. Uncivil behaviours are characteristically rude and 
discourteous, displaying a lack of regard for others.''13 Pamela Johnson and Julie lndvik 
identified the 11 most common uncivil behaviours which include condescending and 
demeaning comments, overruling decisions without offering a reason, disrupting 
meetings, giving public reprimands, talking about someone behind his or her back, 
giving others the silent treatment, ignoring people, not giving credit where credit is due, 
sexually harassing employees, giving dirty looks or negative eye contact and insulting 
12 Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000) :123-137. 
13 Lynne M. Andersson and Christine M . Pearson, "Tit for Tat? The Spiraling Effect of Incivility in the 
Workplace, " Academy of Management Review 24, no. 3 (1999) :457. 
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and yelling at others.14 A top down bully can employ all these behaviours due to his 
power structure whereas an upwards bully is limited to certain behaviours as illustrated 
in Table 1.0. 
Table 1.0 Contrast between downwards and upwards difficult employees 
Workplace Incivilities Power Structure 
Downwards • demeaning comments Power is embedded in the 
Difficult • overruling decisions w ithout offering organizational structure . 
Employees a reason Upper management 
• disrupting meetings bestows power upon the 
• talk ing about someone behind his or manager to manage 
her back employees. The manager's 
• giving public reprimands actions and behavious are 
• giving others the silent treatment supported by upper 
• ignoring people management as they are in 
• not giving credit where credit is due alignment with the 
• sexually harassing employees manager's job description . 
• giving dirty looks or negative eye The manager' s behaviour 
contact may or may not be 
• insulting and yelling at others ambiguous . 
Upwards • demeaning comments Power is not embedded 
Difficult • disrupting meetings within the organizational 
Employees • talking about someone behind his or structure. The upwards 
her back bully wields power through 
• giving others the silent treatment his or her inability to be 
• giving dirty looks or negative eye replaced or support from 
contact his or her coworkers. The 
• ignoring people employee's behaviour is 
ambiguous. 
Although these behaviours occur at the lowest level of incivility, if the difficult 
employee {the instigator) or the manager {the target) cannot depart from the hurt 
feelings which arise from the incivility, the interactions between the difficult employee 
and the manager can lead to a chain reaction that spirals into more aggressive, coercive 
14 Pamela Johnson and Julie lndvik, " Rudeness at work: Impulse over restraint," Public Personnel 
Management 30 (2001) :458. 
7 
behaviours (i .e. revenge and th reat of physical attack).15 An illustration of the incivility 
spiral is shown below.16 
Figure 1.0 Sample Incivility Spiral 
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Like the number of car accidents reported on the news as opposed to airplane 
crashes, the low level workplace incivilities are not felt to require the attention from 
upper management as much as high level workplace incivilities. However, Richard 
Lazarus' and Susan Folkman's findings suggested "[m]icroevents frequently repeated 
over long time-spans and subconsciously experienced by the person have greater 
15 Lynne M. Andersson and Christine M. Pearson, "Tit for Tat? The Spiraling Effect of Incivility in the 
Workplace," Academy of Management Review 24, no. 3 (1999) :460. 
16 Ibid ., 460. 
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pathogenic potential than episodic dramatic events for which objective control and 
coping strategies may be more easily developed." 17 In layman's terms, the daily 
occurrences of workplace incivility outweigh the infrequent dramatic life stressors in 
predicting damaged morale, impaired social and work functioning and psychosomatic 
symptoms.18 Organizations must realize the detrimental spiraling and psychological 
impacts low level workplace incivilities inflict on managers and implement policies to 
discourage the lowest level of workplace incivility from spiraling upwards. 
The difficult employee is one who exudes workplace incivility over a long period 
of time. Dr. Robert Sutton distinguishes between " people who are having a bad day or a 
bad moment ("temporary [difficult employees]") [and] persistently nasty and 
destructive jerks ("certified [difficult employees]"}" to determine whether an employee 
labeled as "difficult" is deserving of the classification certified difficult employee or 
not.19 Christine Pearson and Christine Porath learned through their research that 
difficult or not, almost everyone admitted to behaving disrespectfully or treating a 
coworker uncivilly while at work on one occasion or another.20 As human beings, these 
temporary acts of workplace incivility are unavoidable. In order for a person to be 
labeled as a difficult employee, his or her behaviou r must be consistent . 
A person needs to display a persistent pattern, to have a history of 
episodes that end with one 'target' after another feeling belittled, put 
17 R. Lazarus and S. Folkman, Stress, Appraisal and Coping, (New York: Springer, 1984), 193-194. 
18 L. Cortina, J. Magley, J. Williams and R. Langhout, " Incivility in the workplace: Incidence and Impact," 
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 6, no. 1 (2001) :75 . 
19 Robert I. Sutton, The No Asshole Rule, (New York: Warner Business Books, 2007), 7. 
2° Christine M . Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice"? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :10. 
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down, humiliated, disrespected, oppressed, de-energized, and generally 
worse about themselves. Psychologists make the distinction between 
states (fleeting feelings, thoughts, and actions) and traits (enduring 
personality characteristics) by looking for consistency across places and 
times- if someone consistently takes actions that leave a trail of victims 
in their wake, they deserve to be branded as certified [difficult 
employees]. 21 
These "habitual instigators" cannot be ignored especially by those who feel their wrath 
. b . 22 on a persistent as1s. 
The problem with regulating incivility is its ambiguous nature. Unlike acts of 
aggression (such as vandalism, threats or sabotage) or acts of violence (such as physical 
assault or homicide), in which the intent to harm is obvious, "the intent to harm or 
injure is not obvious to all relevant parties when acts of incivility are committed. The 
characteristic ambiguity of intent to harm differentiates incivility from other 
mistreatment in organizations, such as harassment and petty tyranny." 23 
Labeling an incident itself as uncivil depends on an individual's perspective. 
Incivility tends to be more difficult to detect and curtail than sexual 
harassment because it resides in the eyes of the beholder. Although an 
individua l may experience an uncivil comment or deed as purposefully 
offensive, the instigator may deny any negative intent. Instead, the 
21 Robert I. Sutton, The No Asshole Rule, (New York: Warner Business Books, 2007), 12. 
22 Christine M . Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice" ? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :10. 
23 Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000):126. 
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offender may claim that the target was simply too sensitive or that his 
words or behaviors were meant in jest.24 
This is different from insubordination where an employee deliberately disobeys a 
request or instructions from the manager. These acts are easily identifiable as breaking 
the "rules" and the employee breaking the rules can be disciplined as deemed 
appropriate by the manager. 
A company may instate norms to instill a mutual respect among employees- a 
shared view of moral understanding and sentiment that allow the organization to 
function cooperatively. 25 These norms serve as guidelines for acceptable workplace 
behaviour. Human resources leaders are advised to set clear expectations on civility and 
incorporate them into the organization's mission statements.26 But as noted above, 
depending on an individual's perspective, a difficult employee can claim that the target 
has misinterpreted or exaggerated the behaviour or is hypersensitive27 and, as such, no 
norms have been violated . Thus, incivility presents a major organizational challenge: it 
can be tricky labeling an incident as "uncivil." 28 
Difficult employees do not require title or position to wield power over others. 
Pearson and Porath believe that those who possessed power were able to behave 
24 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for " nice" ? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :9. 
25 Lynne M. Andersson and Christine M. Pearson, "Tit for Tat? The Spiraling Effect of Incivility in the 
Workplace," Academy of Management Review 24, no. 3 (1999) :455. 
26 Brad Estes and Jia Wang, " Integrative Literature Review: Workplace Incivility: Impacts on Individual and 
Organizational Performance," Human Resource Development Review 7, no. 2 (June 2008) :234. 
27 Ibid ., 220. 
28 Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000) :127. 
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uncivilly more often and get away with it. 29 Power can be derived from a range of 
sources. Social psychologists John French and Bertrand Raven introduced five 
interpersonal bases of power: legitimate, reward, coercive, expert and referent power.30 
The two latter sources are the bases of power which a difficult employee employs. 
A difficult employee can hold power over his or her manager when he or she is in 
possession of specific expertise, knowledge or expert power.31 Pea rson et. al. found that 
it was not uncommon for a difficult employee to be characterized as an excellent worker 
or who possessed unique talents which were considered invaluable to the organizations 
for which they worked .32 Bernard Bass suggests that the power of a staff member can 
be augmented when the individual's particular knowledge, skills and expertise are 
difficult to replace .33 But even expertise is not a necessity for an employee to wield 
power. Possessing the needed skills for a particular job, complicated or not, an 
employer will be reluctant to dismiss the difficult employee as retraining is time 
consuming and costly. Feeling his or her job is secure, as the difficult employee's skills 
are hard to replace, the difficult employee may take advantage of the position and 
engage in workplace incivility without fear of repercussions. In the eyes of targets 
(coworkers and managers), a difficult employee may appear to get away with numerous 
29 Ibid ., 11. 
30 John R. P. French and B. Raven, "The bases of social power," Studies in Social Power, Ann Arbor: The 
University of Michigan (1959) :150-167. 
31 Ibid ., 150-167. 
32 Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000) :128. 
33 Bernard Bass, Bass and Stogdill's handbook of leadership: Theory, research and managerial applications, 
3'd ed., (New York: The Free Press, 1990), 225. 
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uncivil behaviours within the workplace due to their expertise.34 The more dependent a 
manager is on a difficult employee, {e .g. for expertise or information} the more power 
the difficult employee has to influence and even bully his or her manager.35 David 
Mechanic went so far as to suggest that managers and the organization were at the 
mercy of staff members because an organization is unable to operate efficiently or 
effectively without a workforce. 36 
With respect to referent power, difficult employees gain power through the 
attraction of others. Pearson and Porath found that while some employees are able to 
ignore workplace incivility, some staff members will collude with the difficult employee 
while others will perpetuate the negative behaviour.37 As such, the difficult employee 
may lead a group of followers who will then target the manager- an occurrence defined 
as "mobbing." German-Swedish psychologist Heinz Leymann applied ethologist Konrad 
Lorenz's description of mobbing among birds and animals to the workplace. According 
to Leymann, mobbing at the workplace is characterized by sophisticated behaviours 
when workplace incivility is exhibited by a small group of employees directed against 
{most often} a single target therefore isolating the victim. 38 For our purposes, the victim 
34 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice" ? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :10. 
35 Sara Branch, Sheryl Ramsay and Michelle Barker, "The bullied boss: A conceptual exploration of 
upwards bullying," In Advances in Organizational Psychology, ed. A. ian Glendon (Brisbane: Australian 
Academic Press, 2007), 15. 
36 David Mechanic, "Sources of Power of Lower Participants in Complex Organizations," Administrative 
Science Quarterly 7, no. 3 (December 1962):351. 
37 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice"? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :8. 
38 Heinz Leymann, "Research and the term mobbing," http://www.leymann.se/English/11120E.HTM, 
(accessed April 4, 2009). 
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is the manager and the small group of employees is the difficult employee's mob of 
followers. 
In summation, the type of difficult employee which this paper discusses has the 
following characteristics : 
1. The primary target of the difficult employee's workplace incivility is the 
manager. 
2. The difficult employee engages in the lower level of workplace incivility. 
3. The workplace incivility projected by the difficult employee is consistent 
over a period of time. 
4. The workplace incivility is difficult to manage because the behaviour 
which the difficult employee engages in is classified as ambiguous. 
5. The difficult employee has informal power over his or her manager which 
has been gained either through the job skills or expertise which he or she 
possesses or through referent power. 
For ease of reference, this difficult employee will be referred to throughout this paper 
as the bottom up employee (the " Bottom Up Employee"). 
2.2 Impacts on coworkers 
The Bottom Up Employee, like all other difficult employees, causes disruption in 
the workforce. Among some organization scientists, the costs of workplace incivility are 
considered to be among the most serious dilemmas facing organizations today.39 
39 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice" ? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :8. 
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Primarily, incivility impacts both individual and organizational performance.40 To begin 
our analysis of the impacts of the Bottom Up Employee, we will address the latter. 
The negative atmosphere caused by the Bottom Up Employee is psychologically 
damaging to coworkers. Dr. Sutton outlines that the damage done to an organization by 
a difficult employee is seen through the costs of increased turnover, absenteeism, 
decreased commitment to work, and the distraction and impaired individual 
performance documented in studies of psychological abuse, bullying and mobbing.41 
Giovinella Gonthier corroborates Dr. Sutton's statement with her observations that 
when relationships are strained among employees, and upper management avoids or 
ignores the problem, worke rs frequently avoid work. Absenteeism rates climb and 
productivity decreases as employees worry about the next incident.42 Pearson et. al 
revealed that : 
More than one half of the targets in our sample reported that they lost 
work time because they were worrying about the uncivil incident that 
had occurred, or about the potential future interactions with the 
instigator. More than one-fourth acknowledges that they wasted work 
time trying to avoid the instigator. They rerouted former paths to avoid 
40 L. Cortina, J. Magley, J. Will iams and, R. Langhout, " Incivility in the workplace: Incidence and Impact," 
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 6, no. 1 (2001) :72. 
41 Robert I. Sutton, The No Asshole Rule, (New York: Warner Business Books, 2007), 36. 
42 Giovinella Gonthier with Kevin Morrissey, Rude Awakenings: Overcoming the Civility Crisis in the 
Workplace, (Chicago: Dea rborn Trade, 2002), 29. 
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hallway encounters, and they withdrew from collaborative efforts in 
which the instigator took part.43 
Some coworkers will do the bare minimum and will not perform any tasks other than 
those within their job descriptions. Some admitted ceasing to help new staff or offer 
assistance to coworkers.44 Pearson and Porath noted: 
that employees experiencing incivility at work intentionally reduced their 
work effort and spent work time telling coworkers about the incident and 
avoiding the instigator. Furthermore, half of the employees they studied 
considered quitting their jobs because of incivility, and some did so to 
avoid the instigator.45 
In effect, the Bottom Up Employee interferes with coworkers from performing at their 
jobs. They are psychologically distracted. 
Another form of unproductive activity which coworkers may engage in is that of 
gossip. The gossip can initiate from the Bottom Up Employee directly or from staff 
members discussing the Bottom Up Employee. Whoever the instigator, gossip has the 
potential to harm the organizations through the communication of inaccurate 
information and insinuation. Furthermore, rumour and gossip can lower morale and 
undermine productivity.46 Time is lost discussing office politics and as a result, money 
43 Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000} :130. 
44 Ibid ., 130. 
45 Christine M . Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice"? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005):8. 
46 Grant Michelson and V. Suchitra Mouly, "You Didn't Hear it From Us, But . .. ' Towards an 
Understanding of Rumour and Gossip in Organizations," Australian Journal of Management 27 (2002):58. 
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paid for the productive employee is spent feeding the workplace incivility created by the 
Bottom Up Employee. 
2.3 Impacts on the manager 
With respect to the impacts on individual performance, at the helm dealing with 
the problems caused by the Bottom Up Employee and taking the greatest pressure from 
staff and upper management, is the manager. Upper management needs to be 
particularly aware of how the Bottom Up Employee affects the manager. 
The Bottom Up Employee can consume a considerable amount of the manager's 
time. Typical Fortune 1000 f irms reported workplace incivility could account for as high 
as 13 percent of upper management's time, or the equivalent of seven weeks per 
executive per year.47 The manager begins to pull double duty: performing the role of 
human resources expert and performing his or her regular workplace responsibilities. 
One manager at a lumber company said, "I feel that helping people with their emotional 
issues is work done in addition to my regular tasks." 48 Peter Frost observed that many 
managers will work evenings and weekends to "catch up" with their job description 
responsibilities since the handling of interpersonal problems consumed a great deal of a 
manager's day.49 Frost qualified interpersonal problems as "toxins" otherwise known as 
anger, sadness, frustration or despair.50 The manager can be juggling the toxins of 
47 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for " nice"? Th ink aga in," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :8. 
48 Peter J. Frost, Toxic Emotions at Work: How Compassionate Managers Handle Pain and Conflict, 
(Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2003), 14. 
49 Ibid., 91. 
50 Ibid ., 91. 
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coworkers who interact with the Bottom Up Employee and the toxins which the 
manager feels being the target of the Bottom Up Employee. 
Toxins begin to manifest themselves physically. Gabor Mate, M .D. sites the 
immediate costs of the toxins on the manager's body may be the wearing down of the 
immune system : 
They carry it home, they fret about it. It wakes them up in the middle of 
the nice. It seeps into their bodies and their minds, and they get sick. 
They suffer from headaches, sleeplessness, bouts of depression; even 
physical ailments of one kind or another result, some of them life-
threatening. The medical evidence on stress and the human condition 
confirms these dangers and outcomes. 51 
Like the Bottom Up Employee's coworkers, the manager too may reduce his work effort 
and avoid the Bottom Up Employee through rerouting former paths or absenteeism. 52 
If upper management does not acknowledge the manager's extra efforts or 
accept the manager's perspective with respect to the Bottom Up Employee, they 
become a part of the problem. Upper management may instigate the workplace 
incivility by unknowingly encouraging or tolerating it. Or, upper management may also 
unintentionally encourage workplace incivility by focusing on efficiency and cost cutting, 
rather than promoting healthy human resources. 53 
51 Gabor Mate, When the Body Says No: The Cost of Hidden Stress (Toronto : Vintage Canada, 2003), 105. 
52 Brad Estes and Jia Wang, " Integrative Literature Review: Workplace Incivility: Impacts on Individual and 
Organizational Performance," Human Resource Development Review 7, no. 2 (June 2008) :218. 
53 Ibid ., 222. 
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A further blow to the manager is when upper management deems the handling 
of the Bottom Up Employee as part of the manager's job. Workplace incivility directed 
towards the manager may be explained away by upper management as "something that 
comes with the job." 54 Although upper management recognizes the workplace incivility 
as present in the Bottom Up Employee, instead of supporting the manager in his or her 
role as toxin handler, upper management commonly responds by making suggestions to 
the manager to alter his or her behaviour rather than making changes in the behaviour 
of the Bottom Up Employee.55 The manager may agree to upper management's 
assessment, but despite the manager's efforts to please upper management, 
underneath the surface, the manager will rage and anguish. 56 The manager's confidence 
begins to deteriorate. Staff confidence in the manager begins to wane as the Bottom Up 
Employee is unchanged. Without the follow up of punishment or discipline from the 
manager, the Bottom Up Employee's actions damage the manager's credibility with staff 
who think they are able to get away wit h anything as the Bottom Up Employee 
seemingly has. Staff may model their behaviour on the Bottom Up Employee, especially 
as the workplace incivility has gone unpunished.57 As mentioned previously, staff may 
join the Bottom Up Employee and mob the manager. The manager's satisfaction with 
54 Sara Branch, Sheryl Ramsay and Michelle Barker, "The bull ied boss: A conceptual exploration of 
upwards bullying," In Advances in Organizational Psychology, ed . A. ian Glendon (Brisbane: Australian 
Academic Press, 2007}, 16. 
55 Brad Estes and Jia Wang, " Integrat ive Literature Review: Workplace Incivility: Impacts on Individual and 
Organizational Performance," Human Resource Development Review 7, no. 2 (June 2008):231. 
56 Gabor Mate, When the Body Says No: The Cost of Hidden Stress, (Toronto: Vintage Canada, 2003), 49. 
57 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice" ? Th ink again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005):8. 
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his or her employment deteriorates. Cortina et. al.'s study concluded that satisfaction 
will deteriorate as incivility rises within the workplace. 58 
Within this environment, upper management has enabled rather than prevented 
workplace incivility. The manager may not resign immediately, but without a change, he 
or she will eventually leave the organization. Pearson and Porath found targets of 
workplace incivility would tend to remain in their jobs for months, a year, or longer but 
would work with less effort and enthusiasm while simultaneously seeking employment 
in other organizations.59 Although the manager has left the organization to avoid the 
Bottom Up Employee and alleviate the stresses and frustrations of the workplace 
incivility, given the period of time which has passed between the time of the reported 
workplace incivility directed towards the manager and the manager's departure, upper 
management will commonly fail to make the connection between the two incidences.60 
The Bottom Up Employee remains in the workplace and upper management fails to 
realize the cost associated with him or her: that of losing the manager. 
58 L. Cortina, J. Magley, J. Williams and, R. Langhout, " Incivility in the workplace: Incidence and Impact," 
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 6, no. 1 (2001) :72. 
59 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice"? Think again, " Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :15. 
60 Ibid ., 15. 
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2.4 "Battered Bystanders" 
The Bottom Up Employee not only affects those who are directly in contact with 
him or her. Friends and family members suffer indirectly at the hands of the Bottom Up 
Employee as well. As demonstrated in Figure 2.0, exchanges of workplace incivility 
between the manager {A) and the Bottom Up Employee {B) may be witnessed by 
coworkers. The manager and coworkers take the workplace incivility which they have 
been exposed to at work {the triangle) home to their families and friends {outside of the 
triangle).61 Most managers and coworkers targeted by the Bottom Up Employee will tell 
friends, family, and colleagues about how badly they have been treated .62 These indirect 
impacts have the potential to affect a large circle of people. Pearson et. al. remarked 
that the effects of workplace incivility can spread more broadly and more quickly today 
Figure 2.0 
CASCADING 
PATTERNS OF INCIVILITY: 
WORD-OF-MOUTH 
than in the past, as technologies facilitate rapid 
communication.63 Picking up the phone or writing 
an email after an encounter with the Bottom Up 
Employee can serve as a stress reliever for the 
manager or coworker but sharing the hurt and 
frustration can take its toll on family and friends. 
Dr. Michelle Duffy conducted a study to 
observe the effects of negativity on others. Dr. Duffy concluded that, "Contagion studies 
61 Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000) :132. 
62 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice" ? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :9. 
63 Christine M . Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000) :124. 
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... show that when people 'catch' unpleasant expressions from others, like frowning or 
glaring, it makes them feel grumpier or angrier- even though they don't realize or deny 
that it is happening to them." 64 The manager or coworker may be "contagious" as a 
result of his or her unpleasant dealings with the Bottom Up Employee and may infect 
families and friends with workplace incivility by expressing stress or frustration . On a 
more severe degree, "[h]aving been treated rudely by the boss or coworkers, some 
employees may lash out at their spouses, humiliate their subordinates, or argue with 
their customers." 65 What began as an exchange between the manager and the Bottom 
Up Employee has the effect of spilling over to innocent bystanders who neither took 
part in the initial workplace incivility nor observed it .66 
2.5 Assessing the costs 
The cumulative psychological impacts and financial costs of decreased 
productivity from coworkers, increased stress and physical breakdown of the manager 
and the indirect victims of " Battered Bystanders" all resulting from the workplace 
incivility projected from the Bottom Up Employee, are significant. In one such example 
where a difficult employee incited a high turnover within an organization, Dr. Sutton 
calculated the tangible costs (rounded to the nearest thousand) to determine the 
64 Michelle K. Duffy, Daniel C. Ganster and Milan Pagan, "Social Undermining in the Workplace," The 
Academy of Management Journa/45, no. 2 (April, 2002) :97. 
65 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice"? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005):12 . 
66 Ibid., 12. 
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price of counseling a difficult employee for one year. His results are as follows: 
Table 2.0 Cost of retaining a difficult employee 
Time spent by direct manager: 250 hours 
Time spent by HR professionals: 50 hours 
Time spent by senior executives: 15 hours 
Time spent by the company's outside employment counsel : 10 
hours 
Cost of recruiting and training lost staff 
Overtime costs 
Anger management training and counseling 
TOTAL COST 
Valued at $25,000 
Valued at $5,000 
Valued at $10,000 
Valued at $5,000 
$85,000 
$25,000 
$5,000 
$160,00067 
At a cost of $160,000 per year plus salary, is the cost of retaining the Bottom Up 
Employee acceptable? 
As North America prepares for an impending labour and skills shortage, some 
organizations feel the dismissal of the Bottom Up Employee with his or her skills and 
expertise may be too high. Statistics Canada declares, "In about 10 years, Canada may 
have more people at the age where they can leave the labour force than people at the 
age where they can begin working."
68 
Smaller businesses are expected to feel the 
crunch acutely. The Canadian Federation of Independent Business conducted a survey 
which indicated that: 
Between 2004 and 2006, approximately one in four SMEs [Small and 
Medium Sized Enterprise] owners reported a long-term vacancy ... . 
67 
Robert I. Sutton, The No Asshole Rule, (New York: Warner Business Books, 2007), 47. 
68 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, " Baby boomers swell ranks of retirement-aged Canadians," 
cbcnews.ca, July 17 2007, http://www.cbc.ca/canada/story/2007/07/17/cen sus-canada .html (accessed 
March 14, 2009) . 
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[T]he most recent survey suggests that one in three (32.5 percent) SME 
owners had at least one long term vacancy . ... For smaller businesses, 
each vacancy is critical since it represents a sizeable share of its total staff 
and a significant portion of the human resources pool available to the 
business.69 (See Figu re 3.0) 
Figure 3.0 
The prospect of being short staffed by 10% for four 
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intangible costs such as the new worker' s inefficiency and lost productivity while the job 
is unfilled .71 The average replacement ·cost of a customer service representative earning 
$18,000 is $56,000- more than three times his or her original salary.72 
Vancouver recruiting firm People First Solutions created a table similar to that of 
Dr. Sutton's except it was designed to estimate the turnover costs (see Table 3.0).73 
69 Canadian Federation of Independent Business websi te, 
http://www.cfib.ca/research/reports/rr3056.pdf, (accessed April 4, 2009). 
70 Ibid ., (accessed April 4, 2009). 
71 John F. Reh, "What Good People Really Cost : It's not really blackmail is it?" About.com :Management, 
http://management.about.com/ca/people/a/WhatPeopleCost.html, (accessed March 28, 2009). 
72 Ibid ., (accessed March 28, 2009). 
73 Paul Gibbons and Bob Murray, "Estimating the cost of replacing people, " People First Solutions, 
http://www.peoplefirstsolutions.com/resources/reports/estimating the cost of replacing employees.p 
df, (accessed March 3, 2009). 
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Table 3.0 Cost of dismissing a difficult employee 
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As one can see, this table contains far more blank fields to complete than Dr. Sutton's, 
indicating the high cost of replacing the Bottom Up Employee. It is for these reasons 
why the Bottom Up Employee can thrive. 
26 
3. Methods 
3. 1 The Participants 
To evaluate the perceptions and attitudes vis-a-vis a difficult employee, I decided 
the best vehicle to accomplish this analysis was through a qualitative study. 
During the course of three months, interviews were conducted with eight 
Participants (four males and four females, aged between 35 and 60 years old 
approximately) who belonged to a range of public, private and non-profit organizations 
(for example, health, education, industry and environment) and served in a managerial 
capacity. Those interviewed came from differing managerial levels, including three 
office managers, one middle manager, two senior middle managers and two senior 
managers. The Participants interviewed also had varying degrees of experience in the 
role of manager, with one manager new to a managerial position, three with more than 
five years managerial experience and four with more than 10 years managerial 
experience. 
The Participants were retained through personal contacts and referrals. Out of 
nine Participants contacted, eight agreed to participate. The one Participant felt he was 
unable to provide me with the appropriate managerial perspective as he was not the 
primary manager of the employees within his firm. 
An introductory letter was provided to all of the Participants describing the focus 
and purpose of the research and to assist the Participants to self-identify as persons 
experienced and informed about the topic. 
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3.2 Structured interview 
The structured interview which consisted of 17 questions was also provided to the 
Participants for their review and approval (see Appendix "A" }. The questions were 
developed for the purposes of this research based on the literature which explored the 
concept of the difficult employee. The questions concentrated on the definition of a 
difficult employee, the impacts the difficult employee had on the workforce and the 
Participant, the actions taken to deal with the difficult employee and the lessons 
learned from handling the difficult employee. These questions were devised from the 
readings encountered when researching the topic of a difficult employee. Specifically, I 
wanted to verify or disprove the internal beliefs which I had about the Bottom Up 
Employee as well as verify or disprove the scholarly opinions surrounding the definition, 
impacts and handling of difficult employees. 
The Participants signed an informed consent form which stipulated : the 
participant understood his or her participation within the research ; any information 
pertaining to any name of the participant, a co-worker, the organization or the difficult 
employee would be removed or assigned a fictitious name; and, the participant's right 
of refusal to participate or to withdraw from the study at any time. All Participants were 
assigned a case number which was written at the top of each signed consent form which 
was stapled to a copy of the structured interview. 
The interviews were tape recorded to facilitate the flow of conversation 
between the Participant and the interviewer without the interviewer having to take 
notes. Following the interview, the tapes were transcribed and the transcription sent by 
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electronic mail to the Participant for his or her review, changes or approval. None of the 
Participants changed or omitted any information which was initially shared during the 
interview. 
Prior to the commencement of each interview, the interviewer reiterated the 
purpose of the interview. As the interviewer, I also stated to the Participants that I 
would refrain from using body language such as "nodding, pausing, making casual 
remarks, echoing and mirroring" with the explanation that it may encourage 
Participants to try and please me or look to my listening responses for cues rather than 
replying honestly if my body language had remained neutra1.
74 
The Participants 
understood the need for my discretion and were not disconcerted by my neutral 
expression throughout the interviews. Two of the interviews were conducted by 
telephone. This was advantageous in that I was not able to influence the answers of the 
Participants through body language, however, without a visual impression of the 
Participant, I was limited in my ability to discern the seriousness or honesty of the 
Participant through his or her body language (this was a concern particularly with one 
Participant who I had not previously met). 
The duration of the interviews was approximately 20 to 25 minutes. Upon the 
commencement of recording the interview, I stated the assigned Participant's case 
number and the date and time of the interview. Following the statement of case 
number, each interview began with the Participant relating his or her managerial 
background. The remainder of the interview followed a semi-structured process where 
74 Robert L. Mathis, John H. Jackson, Deborah M . Zinni, Human Resources Management: First Canadian 
Edition, (Toronto: Nelson, 2008), 230. 
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the questions on the structured interview sheet were posed to the Participants, as 
applicable, and when necessary, further follow up questions were posed for greater 
clarity or further development of the information given. Overall, the tone of the 
interview was conversational in an effort to make the Participants feel at ease with their 
responses. 
4. Results 
4. 1 Defining a difficult employee 
The Participants were asked to define who they thought was a difficult employee. 
A common theme which resulted was the listing of numerous types of difficult 
employees. Typical comments were: 
Participant #6: "Any employee who, you know, causes challenges to you and the 
workplace is a difficult employee. And that could be through attendance, 
attendance management. And not regularly attending. It could be 
through attitude problems where when you have someone who totally 
disrupts the workplace or, either causes trouble themselves or worse, stir 
up other people that could cause trouble. Or it could be competency 
issues where people just don't do their job well and have difficulties 
seeing the fact that they don't do their job well." 
Participant #8: "They could be confrontational, question everything you ask them to do. 
They could be bullies." 
The prevailing consensus for a difficult employee was that he or she would not 
be very productive. 
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Participant #3: "They require a lot of time and commitment to get them to do what we 
want them to do . . .. They would rather spend more time in the lunch 
room than out on the job or they are not interested in putting in the time 
to make a really, give us a bang for our buck." 
One of the Participant's definitions of a difficult employee matched the criteria 
of the Bottom Up Employee. 
Participant #1: "[S]omeone who is, maybe can perform to some- a reasonable level, but 
yet they have an attitude that they project to employees that affects 
morale or affects communicat ion amongst employees." 
Participant #1 was in his early management career when he was assigned to a 
saw mill within a smaller city where he inherited a Bottom Up Employee. The Bottom Up 
Employee reported to Participant #1 in a foreman capacity. Although "technically, he 
[the Bottom Up Employee] was very competent [and] knew how to do a number of 
things," the foreman's workplace incivility posed problems to the saw mill and especially 
to Participant #1. 
Participant #1: "This fellow was extremely negative. His whole attitude was negative and 
I lived with that for about four years ... And the frustrating part dealing 
with him was that every time you had a new idea and you wanted to 
introduce a new idea or concept into that operation, [the foreman said] it 
couldn't be done. Or it had been tried 15 years ago and failed so 
therefore was nor worth spending any time on." 
31 
Two of the Participants described a difficult employee rather than defined a 
difficult employee which matched the criteria of the Bottom Up Employee. 
Reporting to Participant #2, the Bottom Up Employee accused Participant #2 of 
spying, reading confidential emails and spreading rumours about the Bottom Up 
Employee. Despite Participant #2's assurances that these accusations were unfounded, 
the Bottom Up Employee refused to believe Participant #2 or make amends. 
Participant #5 knew a difficult employee to be "someone who, on purpose, does 
something to sabotage or be belligerent so ... it's intentional." At her former 
workplace, the Bottom Up Employee was a skilled technician who was "flippant and 
egotistical and ... was belligerent and was very, very difficult to deal with." He would 
"argu[e] or not follow the requests of the manager." Participant #5 was not the direct 
supervisor of the Bottom Up Employee but as the supervisor who did oversee the 
Bottom Up Employee "was unwilling to deal with the situation," Participant #5 began to 
"try to get this staff member in line." 
The Participants were questioned as to what policies were in place to manage 
the Bottom Up Employee. While half of the Participants cited organizational policies to 
handle tangible acts of disobedience (drunkenness and theft), the other half claimed 
that no policies were in place to handle the workplace incivilities projected by a difficult 
employee. The Participants pointed to the fact that to discipline the Bottom Up 
Employee proved very difficult. 
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Participant #1 : "If someone just missed or lack or have a lack of performance, you can do 
something about that. [If it's just an attitudinal problem], it becomes a 
serious problem." 
Participant #5: "I did much better with that one [an interoffice theft problem] because to 
me it was just so much more cut and dry and black and white then . .. 
being a jerk . .. every now and again." 
Participant #8: "You have to wait until you get the right problem or the right incident 
before you can really take action." 
4.2 Impacts on staff 
When questioned as to the effects the Bottom Up Employee had on coworkers, 
surprisingly five of the eight Participants felt that although the atmosphere was 
affected, the general productivity of the workplace stayed the same. Participant #2 felt 
the exchanges between her and the Bottom Up Employee had resulted in the office 
place being likened to "walking on eggs" but when pressed to describe how the 
productivity was affected, Participant #2 felt, "it stayed about the same." 
Participant #1 expressed feelings of uncertainty. 
Participant #1 :"1 don't think he [the foreman] hurt the overall productive level in the 
mill ... if you measure it over time .. .. I think we could have gotten there 
faster if he had gotten on board with our program. I think we could have 
gotten more cooperation out of our employees. Perhaps we could have 
improved productivity even more." 
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4.3 Impacts on the Participants 
When asked as to the effects the Bottom Up Employee had on the Participants 
themselves, all Participants described the time involved handling a difficult employee 
and described instances of pulling double duty. As mentioned previously, Participant #5 
integrated the tasks of the supervisor responsible for the Bot tom Up Employee into her 
workload. She "wrote policies and procedures for things" in which she could report the 
Bottom Up Employee's behaviour. 
Participant #1, instead of relying on the Bottom Up Employee to purvey 
information, "took a very direct role in talking to employees and getting the standards 
established. I really just worked around him." 
Furthermore, six of the Participants reported frustration as the most significant 
psychological reaction and cited examples of stress when dealing with a difficult 
employee. 
Participant #1: "Well I didn't lose any hair over it but it certainly frustrated me to a 
degree, no doubt about that. But having to try and get him [the foreman] 
enthused and to get on board with our program- very frustrating." 
For Participant #2, the psychological effects were more severe. The Bottom Up 
Employee's workplace incivility affected Participant #2, "Devastatingly. Ripped the rug 
of confidence right from beneath me .... It was amazing. I couldn't- I was devastated. I 
am a person that likes to be liked and so, when someone obviously doesn't like you, you 
blame yourself. It was just a human reaction." 
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Participant #5's psychological effects related to upper management's dealings 
with the Bottom Up Employee. 
Participant #5: "They [upper management] always complained about him [the 
technician] but never, ever took action . They were unwilling to give me 
the authority to get rid of this person so I too was undermined." 
Initially Participant #5 became hardened but eventually, "It just got to the point 
that I was not being supported by the owners of the company that I just shrugged and 
said, 'Who cares?'" 
Participant #2 took early retirement due to the stresses caused by the Bottom 
Up Employee. After her dealings with the Bottom Up Employee, "there was no joy going 
to work anymore" and one and a half year's later, Participant #2 left. She had worked 
for the company for a total of nine years. 
Participant #5, after being undermined by upper management, began looking for 
other employment. Her attitude was, "I am not going to let this eat myself up" and she 
began working for another company one year later. 
4.4 Indirect impacts of the Bottom Up Employee 
In regards to Battered Bystanders, none of the eight Participants said that the 
workplace incivility caused by the difficult employee carried over into the home and 
affected families and friends. 
Participant #7: "I leave it at work. I have learned that a long time ago- you can't take it 
home with you." 
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Participant #1 : "I am sure from day to day or from time to time I would bring the 
problems from home with me but I don 't think- I don't tend to have that 
effect on my personal life. I don' t think so." 
4.5 Retention of the Bottom Up Employee 
The Participants were asked to discuss the reasons, when appropriate, for 
retaining the difficu lt employee within the workplace. Five of the eight Participants cited 
reasons of the difficulties hiring employees in small towns or the time consuming nature 
of retraining new employees. Participant #2 said, " It is difficult hiring people in the north 
that have the kind of experience that is required ." As a result of this attitude, the 
general consensus by the Participants was that employers hesitate to dismiss 
employees, especially those who are trained. 
Participant #4: "This employee is already part of the team. Has already been trained in 
the position, already has institutional knowledge, and has been here 
through a growth period of the organization . Now for almost two and a 
half years- that's lost on moving onto a new employee and you have to 
start all over again. So there is a benefit in retaining the employee." 
In the case of Participant #1 who was replacing highly skilled positions (trades 
people, supervisors and managers} he was of the opinion that not only would a 
company be faced with the challenge of looking for a new employee, but within a 
smaller town, dismissing an employee also meant a loss to the local economy. "If these 
people were let go from these jobs, we would have had a great deal of difficulty 
replacing them. Probably not able to replace them locally. So, you had to consider that 
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not only were you letting a person go, you might be driving them out of the 
community." 
Participant #3 was of the opinion that, "better the evil you know, than the evil 
you don't." "It's a lot easier to work with the people you have then to try and find new 
people." 
Finally, Participants were asked what they would have done differently with the 
difficult employee. Three of the Participants declared they would have created policies 
to benchmark acceptable behaviour and to discipline a difficult employee accordingly. 
For those Participants who had direct dealings with a Bottom Up Employee, each 
Participant responded that he or she would have dismissed the Bottom up Employee. 
Participant #2 :"1 would suggest that managers need to take the tough step [dismissal] ." 
Participant #1: "I should have ... after considerable effort, should have dismissed 
[him]." 
Participant #5: "I would have fired him." 
5. Discussion 
The purpose of my research was to conduct a qualitative analysis which would 
reveal the managers' understanding of a difficult employee, in particular, the Bottom Up 
Employee, to determine the overall costs associated with the Bottom Up Employee and 
to recommend policies to manage the Bottom Up Employee. Pearson et. al. stated 
workplace incivility can include a number of actions, specifically "being berated for 
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action in which one played no part ... and having one's credibility undermined."75 
When the Participants were asked to define a difficult employee, their definitions and 
experiences confirmed workplace incivility is alive and well . Participant #2 was accused 
of conduct that she was not guilty of committing and Pa rticipant #5 was undermined by 
upper management when her policies were ignored to manage the Bottom Up 
Employee. 
The nature of the Bottom Up Employee's behaviour being ambiguous struck 
home with many of the Participants. Many of the experiences shared surrounding the 
handling of the Bottom Up Employee reflected a frustration in the inability to identify a 
single incident which could be classified as right or wrong or breaking any direct 
company policies. Instead, like Pearson and Porath determined, a difficult employee is 
identified as a Bottom Up Employee in the eyes of the beholder. As such, to create a 
policy or disciplinary process to see to the Bottom Up Employee is rendered almost 
impossible. " Laws do not exist regarding incivility, so the risk of bringing complaints to 
the surface is high."76 Upper management may not agree with your assessment or, as 
was seen, upper management may agree with your assessment but is oblivious as to 
what can be done to rectify the situation . 
The majority of the Participants confirmed power exists in subordinate positions 
for those employees who possess skills and expertise. Three of the Participants 
confirmed that these skilled employees abused their power and targeted managers and 
75 Christine M. Pearson, Lynne M. Andersson and Christine L. Porath, "Assessing and Attacking Workplace 
Incivility," Organizational Dynamics 29, no. 3 (2000) :126. 
76 Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice" ? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :9. 
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thus fit the characteristics of the Bottom Up Employee. This is consistent with Branch et. 
al.' s research that "the more dependent a manager is on a staff member {e.g., for 
expertise or information), the more power that staff member{s} has to influence and 
even bully his or her manager." 77 
Interestingly enough, those who admitted to dealing first hand with the Bottom 
Up Employee were predominantly female - two female managers and one male 
manager. I wondered if a male manager's admittance to being the target of workplace 
incivility could be compared to that of an abused husband at home. In August 1997, the 
United States Department of Justice reported hospital emergency room visits pertaining 
to domestic violence indicated that physically abused men represent just under one-
sixth of the total patients admitted to hospital reporting domestic violence as the cause 
of their injuries.78 This may be a similar case for managers admitting to abuse from 
subordinates within the workplace. Male managers may not want to appear weak to 
their male counterparts especially when those counterparts boast a dominant role 
within the company. Although outside the scope of this paper, this line of research may 
be an avenue to pursue to discuss the reasons for which Branch's upwards bullying is 
reported rarely in literature.79 
77 Sara Branch, Sheryl Ramsay and Michelle Barker, "The bullied boss: A conceptual exploration of 
upwards bullying," In Advances in Organizational Psychology, ed . A. Jan Glendon (Brisbane : Australian 
Academic Press, 2007), 15. 
78 Michael R. Rand, Violence-Related Injuries Treated in Hospital Emergency Departments, Report no. 
NCJ156921 (Bureau of Justice Statistics, August 1997), 3. 
79 Sara Branch, Sheryl Ramsay and Michelle Barker, "The bullied boss: A conceptual exploration of 
upwards bullying," In Advances in Organizational Psychology, ed. A. Jan Glendon (Brisbane: Australian 
Academic Press, 2007), 1. 
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Unexpectedly, the Participants did not observe a loss of productivity from their 
staff as a result of interacting with the Bottom Up Employee. From the literature, it was 
anticipated those who came into direct contact with the Bottom Up Employee would 
become disengaged with their work and work with less effort.80 As these behaviours are 
rather ambiguous as well, the Participants may not have noticed the changes 
immediately or believed the behaviour as being the end result of being in contact with 
the Bottom Up Employee. I concluded afterwards a better method of data with respect 
to productivity and the attitude of staff towards the Bottom Up Employee may have 
been to interview staff and coworkers themselves. 
The results gathered from the Participants regarding the effects of the Bottom 
Up Employee on them personally strengthened the arguments put forth in the 
literature. The lower levels of workplace incivility had a significant impact on the 
Participants. Participant #1 became frustrated. Participant #2 was devastated. And 
worst of all, Participant #5 stopped caring. None of the Participants cited major 
behaviours - physical violence or yelling exchanges - as the result of these stresses. 
Rather, as suggested by Lazarus and Folkman, they were low level ambiguous 
behaviours (negative attitudes) which occurred on a daily basis and slowly corroded the 
Participants' satisfaction with their jobs.81 As stated by Cortina et. al., "psychological 
conditions such as stress, depression and anxiety experienced by employees can hurt 
organizations through ... organizational withdrawal behaviour, including absenteeism, 
8° Christine M. Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for " nice" ? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :15. 
81 R. Lazarus and S. Folkman, Stress, Appraisal and Coping, (New York: Springer, 1984), 193-194. 
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turnover, and early retirement." 82 Participants #2 and #5 confirmed this fact by taking 
early retirement and leaving the company for another job, respectively. 
Regarding Battered Bystanders, none of the eight Participants reported the 
workplace incivility and the stresses of dealing with the Bottom Up Employee as 
affecting their families or friends. These results were surprising particularly in the case 
of Participant #2 who was devastated by the Bottom Up Employee but was adamant her 
stress did not affect family and friends. It caused me to reflect on the type of manager I 
was interviewing. If these were the compassionate managers as defined by Frost, these 
were people who absorb the emotional pain of others to protect coworkers, families 
and friends .83 If this was indeed the case, then it could be assumed the Participants may 
have believed they were taking on all the pain caused by the Bottom Up Employee to 
protect others from feeling stressed or frustrated. Emotional contagion may have 
occurred without the Participants being aware of it. Without interviewing family and 
friends, the indirect impacts of the Bottom Up Employee on bystanders is yet to be 
determined. 
Although my research confirmed the managers' awareness of the Bottom Up 
Employee and some of the psychological affects the Bottom Up Employee can have on 
the workplace, on the whole, I believe there was a need to broaden the levels of 
candidates interviewed (staff and coworkers) and increase the number of candidates 
interviewed (other studies gathered data from pools of 100 to 200 participants) to gain 
82 L. Cortina, J. Magley, J. Williams and R. Langhout, "Incivility in the workplace: Incidence and Impact," 
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 6, no. 1 (2001):67. 
83 Peter J. Frost, Toxic Emotions at Work: How Compassionate Managers Handle Pain and Conflict, 
(Boston : Harvard Business School Press, 2003), 3. 
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a better perspective of the Bottom Up Employee. Moreover, it would be equally 
beneficial to obtain the perspective of the Bottom Up Employee. How to accomplish this 
without upsetting the employee accused of being the Bottom Up Employee, however, is 
uncertain. 
The results of the aforementioned productivity in the workplace and the 
Battered Bystanders would have been more enlightening had I interviewed staff who 
had worked alongside a Bottom Up Employee and family and friends who were close to 
the Participants during the time of handling the Bottom Up Employee, respectively. By 
limiting the interviews to the perspective of the manager, my research lacked a 360 o 
understanding of the Bottom Up Employee. However, as an introduction study of the 
Bottom Up Employee, my research has value. 
6. Recommendations 
6. 1 Turnover 
The costs of retaining the Bottom Up Employee are too high. He or she is the 
"cancer" of the workplace.84 Although the effects on staff and coworkers were found to 
be negligible, the frustration and stress imposed on the manager were substantial to the 
point that the manager felt he or she was forced to leave his or her place of 
employment. While replacing a Bottom Up Employee may prove difficult, replacing a 
manager can seem impossible. Turnover costs for a manager average 150% of salary. 
For a manager earning $100,000 a year, his or her replacement cost would be $250,000. 
84 P. M. Glendenning, "Workplace bullying: Curing the cancer of the American workplace," Public 
Personnel Management 30 (2001) :269. 
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The turnover cost for a customer sales representative earning an annual salary of 
$18,000 is $58,000.85 Comparatively speaking, the replacement of the Bottom Up 
Employee is much more economical. But how to dismiss the Bottom Up Employee? 
6.2 Directing the Bottom Up Employee 
Although many scholars recommended establishing effective control mechanisms 
to prevent, address and punish workplace incivility, the ambiguous nature of workplace 
incivility renders this solution moot.86 It is impractical to design a company policy which 
is strictly reliant upon subjective opinions. Nor is it feasible (or fair) to the manager to 
wait until the Bottom Up Employee crosses a line to begin disciplinary action. Instead, 
consider this: if the manager is unhappy with the Bottom Up Employee it is likely the 
Bottom Up Employee is unhappy as well. 
The manager needs to shock the Bottom Up Employee. Rather than meet with 
the Bottom Up Employee in an effort to align his or her attitude with the organization, 
the manager can address the Bottom Up Employee's dissatisfaction with his or her 
employment and begin to explore other options which would better suit the Bottom Up 
Employee's interests and skills. Frost described an experience which illustrates this 
action. A leader was able to let go of an employee by accepting her resignation. The 
leader relayed the circumstances as follows: 
85 F. John Reh, "What Good People Really Cost: It's not really blackmail is it?," About.com:Management, 
ht tp: / /management.about.com/cs/people/a/WhatPeopleCost.htm, (accessed March 28, 2009). 
86 Brad Estes and Jia Wang, " Integrative Literature Review: Workplace Incivil ity: Impacts on Individual and 
Organizational Performance," Human Resource Development Review 7, no. 2 (June 2008) :222. 
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"We had explored several options for her [the employee] to contribute to 
the organization but in the end, it became clear to everyone that while 
she was a good worker, no amount of money or discussion was going to 
make her career with us work. She wanted something different, and our 
conversati ons helped her figure th is out . She left feeling good about her 
treatment here."87 
By taking this action, Participant #4 agreed, "It's not only going to meet the 
organization's and my needs, it is also going to meet their [the difficult employee's] 
needs too and that I think- everybody will be happy, happier and more productive as a 
result ." Furthermore, staff and coworkers will gain a trust for the organization and its 
actions. "The more supportive the work environment is, the more likely employees get 
motivated and perform better."88 
6.3 Managers: Admit to a "bad hire" 
In the case when a Bottom Up Employee is a bad hire, take action immediately. 
The manager will know he or she has made a bad hire within the typical three month 
probation period but will give the Bottom Up Employee the benefit of the doubt, 
attribute the negative attitude to the learning process and retain the employee after 
87 Peter J. Frost, Toxic Emotions at Work: How Compassionate Managers Handle Pain and Conflict, 
(Boston : Harvard Business School Press, 2003), 3. 
88 Brad Estes and Jia Wang, "Integrative Literature Review: Workplace Incivility: Impacts on Individual and 
Organizational Performance," Human Resource Development Review 7, no. 2 (June 2008) :222. 
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three months. This is a mistake. Participant #7 stated: 
"You're taking, I mean, what do you call them? False positives, whatever 
way they go - you fire people who are probably going to be good. You 
are going to make a couple of mistakes that way [firing employees who a 
manager thinks are Bottom Up Employees] . But the reality is, nine out of 
10 people who you make the decision to terminate are good decisions to 
make. You are going to get better at choosing people. Because you 
realize you're gonna get rid of them if they are not good. I have no 
t rouble cutting somebody loose qu ickly because it's j ust so much work 
once they get past the three months probation . And I'll take the 
grievance up front. If I have to make any recommendation to people, to 
managers, err on the side of firing too soon rather than not firing at all." 
Pearson and Porath advocate weeding out trouble before it enters the 
organization and to heed warning signals.89 When hiring, be meticulous. Kohlberg's 
theory of moral maturity development suggests that if an organization is looking to 
minimize incivility, the manager should look for person's who exude behaviour that is : 
(a} pleasing to others; and (b) dutiful, respectful of authority and maintains the social 
order for its own sake.90 Dr. Sutton advises managers to include employees from all 
levels of the organization in the interviewing process.91 Following these measures will 
lessen the probability of the manager hiring a candidate who may be a potential Bottom 
89 Christine M . Pearson and Christine L. Porath, "On the nature, consequences and remedies of workplace 
incivility: No time for "nice" ? Think again," Academy of Management Executive 19, no. 1 (2005) :13. 
90 L. Kohl berg and R. H. Hersh, " Moral development: A review of the theory, " Theory Into Practice 16(2), 
(1977) :53-60. 
91 Robert I. Sutton, The No Ass hole Rule, (New York : Warner Business Books, 2007), 47 . 
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Up Employee. By firing immediately or setting hiring policies in place to weed out 
potential trouble, the manager can avoid years' worth of trouble and headaches. 
6.4 Increased productivity 
Finally, although a manager may worry at the prospect of losing a skilled 
employee, with the Bottom Up Employee out of the picture, those left in the office will 
take on the excess work relieved that the Bottom Up Employee is gone. To illustrate, 
The Men's Wearhouse dismissed its superstar, but troublesome, employee. The 
manager later reported, "It turned out that firing this selfish and difficult 'superstar' had 
financial benefits, as the total sales volume in the store increased nearly 30% after he 
left. No single salesperson sold as much as the departed 'star', but the store as a whole 
did better." 92 The dysfunctional competition and the unpleasant customer experiences 
generated by the difficult employee brought down the workplace atmosphere. Without 
the Bottom Up Employee, the work environment becomes much more pleasant and 
productivity will increase among staff. 
The retention of the Bottom Up Employee is simply too costly. When workplace 
incivility is overlooked or tolerated, the manager suffers, the Bottom Up Employee 
thrives and the organization as a whole loses. 
92 Ibid ., 67. 
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Appendix "A" 
STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 
1. How would you define a difficult employee? What types of behavior are typical 
of a difficult employee? 
2. Describe for me a situation when you experienced working with a difficult 
employee {as defined by you} firsthand. 
3. At the time you dealt with the difficult employee, what position did you hold? 
How long had you been the {supervisor or manager}? 
4. How did the behaviour of the difficult employee affect the workplace/the 
difficult employee's co-workers? Provide an example . 
5. How did these behaviours affect you personally? Provide an example. 
6. Did these behaviours affect bystanders {family, friends}? How? 
7. Did a difficult employee change your management style? How? 
8. Within your company, what are the productivity levels of a healthy working 
environment? Does a difficult employee affect those productivity levels? How? 
9. Within your company, how was a difficult employee handled? Was there a 
company policy in place specifically designed for difficult employees? Please 
describe. {Dismissal, continue to questions 10 and 11, retention, continue to 
questions 11 and 12.) 
10. If the answer to question 9 was discipline and eventual dismissal, was there a 
hesitancy to dismiss the difficult employee? Why? 
11. Were your hesitancies valid? Why or why not? 
12. If the answer to question 9 was discipline and retention of the difficult 
employee, what affected your decision? Why? Would you make the same 
decision today to retain the difficult employee? 
13. How was keeping the employee beneficial? Not beneficial? 
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14. If given the chance to do it all over again, what would you change with your 
actions when handling a difficult employee? 
15. Why during the time of handling the difficult employee did you not take this 
alternative proposed action? 
16. Do you feel you have had success or failure in dealing with a difficult employee? 
Why or why not? How did you measure your success or failure overall? 
17. What was the biggest lesson you learned from a difficult employee? 
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